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Article appf"ared
on pcmo A-l,4
By Walter Pincus’ |
Washingron Post Stalf Writar 1:
The U.5. intelligence community :

has auhstantially downgraded the exe
piosive power of the Soviet Unionsi
laraest land-based ICBM, the giant;l
5318,

Latest intelligence estimates on the
weapon, included in the classified
portion of- Defense Secretary Harold
Browun's 1980 posture statement, put
the destruetive force of each of eight
or ten warheads carried by the S$S138
at about 600 kilotons, equal to 600,000
tons of TNT. Previously, each warhead
swwas carried at about.1.2 megatons—1.2
million tons of TNT. . . .

This sharo reassessment of the
$S13's yield could play a major role in

the coming 3enate debate on the U.S.-
Soviet strategic arms limitation treaty
ISALT TN, accordind to - sourctes. on
Capitol Hill.. = ¢

it wiil bnar pamcularly on the de-
bate ahout deployment of the MX
mobile missile on which President
anh\r is to make a production deci-
sion sooit

The new yileld estlmate suggests !
that the 5S18 warhead is comparable |
to tne newest generation of American
warheads, the Mark 12A, which is

nal of 200 land-based Minuteman IIT
intercontinenial ballistic missiles. The
U.S. warhead carries an explosive
power of 3735 kilotons and is more ac-
curate than the Soviet $518..

The Mark 12A now is programmed
to be fitted on the:MX mohile missile
that will carry<10 -warheads of 375
kilotons each. This. means that the
warheads carried . on. the . most.. ad-.
vanced stratezic. weapons ' of both
countries will have -comparable de-
structive power; the accuracy of the
U.S. missile making up for lts lowet‘
kiloton range. .

Another ulwmfxcant revision in the
new estimates was a lowering in the
estimated yield of the Soviet Union’s
second lavgest  missile, the SS19. Its
six warheads now are rated at yields
of 330 kilotons each instead of the

‘previnusly estimated 800 kilbtons. .

All three systems — the S$S18, SS19

“and MX—will be able to knock out

an epponant’s IGBM, even in a ce-

"ment-hardened silo.

Cenzrassional and executive agency

“sources familiar with the revised intel-

li ience estimates don’t agree -on the

(lustrates  the
tainties,” as one source put it—of;
‘making estimates on Hoviel waapons
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. Downg orades Soviel

A commaon view, however, is that it
weaknesses—uncer- -

performance that cannot be directly:
verified, :
. The Soviet warhead yield, sources .
said, is deduced from intercepted;
electronic test data that gives the)
‘weight of the missile and warhead
‘carrier,

Using that weight estimate, the-in-
telligence analysts guessed the magni-
tude of the explosive package in the
warheads. Then they estimated the
size of the nuclear explosion the 50y1— !
ets could obtain from the package.

{

QOver a history of movre than 20 teatsi
of the 8518 missiles carrying eight or
ten warheads, the analysts have suc-i
cessively lowered their estimate of:
the warhead yield from three mega- |
tions, to two, to last year's 1.2 and fi-:
nally the present roughly 600 kilotons.

The sharp change from last year
came from a reviewof past data:
rather than receipt of any new data.
from recent Soviet festing. - S

“Understanding comes gradually, |
an intelligence source said xesterday,

“and uncertainties hang on for a long
time.”

Partisans in the SALT debate whe
were aware of the changed 5518 yield
were quick yesterday to -show how
their side of the strategxc debate will
be helped.

Pro-treaty sources said it indicated
more “moderation’” on the part of the
Soviets and a hint that they are not
rushing quite as quickly for a “first |
stmke" capability as SALT opponents1
have charged. A Soviet “first strike”
would be an attack to destroy the
U.S. land-based ICBMs in their hard-
ened silos. .

Anti-SALT sources said the lowered
yield would not “change any view
about Soviet intentions” and that the
“critical factor was accuracy.” In that
area, a congressional opponent of the
treaty said, the new estimates give the
S$18 better accuracy that more than
make up for the sharp cut in yield.

Another antitreaty source, upon
learning of the new estimates, shitted |
from the argument that bigger Soviet !
megatonnage yields tilted the strate-|
gic balance in their favor. This source |
contended that new estimates of
lower yield meant less danger of the )
Soviets “blinding” their own mlsszles
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vovermment  official

A pro-S;\L.'lf e
sald vesterday the lawer vield now

pchl ted For the S%i8 should hawva
l‘() om-nt at all” on tihe debate.

@ have always said their advan-
faue in megatonnage overall makes no
difference,” ne said. “The fact that we
row say it is ‘less than Dbetfore otll
does not make a difference.” :
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